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REFORM OF STATE'S ANNEXATION LAWS 
ON GENERAL ASSEMBLY'S 1993 AGENDA 
The Economics of Reform of South Carolina's ures, however, misses the big city can grow is if at least 75 
Annexation—page 2 municipal annexation laws is picture. Of the 250,000 people percent of the owners of at 
S.C. Families Below the part of the General Assem- in the Charleston metro area, least 75 percent of the as-
Poverty Level, bly's crowded agenda this year. only about 150,000 of them live sessed real property in the 
1979-1989—page 4 Few states have more restric- in the cities of Charleston and area to be annexed petition a 
tive laws, and South Caroli- North Charleston. The densely municipality for annexation. 
na’s cities and towns feel their populated, unincorporated sub- Our neighbor North Caroli-
viability is at stake without re- urbs ringing our cities, with their na, by contrast, has one of the 
form (page 2). subdivisions, trailer parks, shop- least restrictive annexation 
Compared to other South- ping centers and factories are procedures. Since the 1950s, 
ern states, relatively few South as urban as downtown Charles- Tarheel municipalities can 
Carolinians live in cities or ton, Columbia, Greenville or annex without petition or ref-
towns. According to the 1990 Spartanburg. They are part of erendum as long as the area 
census, 37 percent of South the “natural” city, yet only the to be annexed is adjacent to 
Carolinians lived within corpo- downtown and some of the old- the municipality and meets cer-
rate limits compared to 46 per- er residential areas are under tain standards of population 
In furtherance of cent in North Carolina, and 48 the jurisdiction of a municipal density and urban develop-
Clemson Universi- percent in Tennessee. Only government. ment. Those who object can 
ty's land-grant Georgia, where 39 percent live South Carolina annexation speak out at mandatory public 
mission, the inside municipalities, is com- laws have always bent over hearings, but North Carolina 




vides access for 
community lead-
ers in South 
Carolina to exper-
tise in all branch-
Just looking at 1990 census 
data, South Carolina appears 
to be very rural. No city in the 
state has a population of 
100,000. Columbia is the larg-
est municipality with a popula-
tion of 98,052. The official pop-
of those who did not want to be 
subject to municipal authorities. 
They are part of the heritage of 
a once rural state when munic-
ipalities were small and demand 
for urban services was minimal. 
They have not been changed to 
permission of those being an-
nexed to expand municipal 
boundaries. As a result cities 
like Asheville, Charlotte, 
Greensboro, and Raleigh have 
grown rapidly. 
Most states fall between the 
es of knowledge ulation of Greenville was only reflect the urban nature of our restrictive S.C. annexation law 
on the University 58,282. state today. and our neighbor's permissive 
campus. Looking at city population fig- Presently the only way a S.C. approach. Georgia, Florida, 
(Continued p 3) 
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Few things stir up people’s dan-
der more than municipal an-
nexation. That's because an-
nexation usually has pocket-
book implications. 
It is often possible for proper-
ty owners near a city or town to 
realize many of the benefits 
provided by taxpayers of a mu-
nicipality without having to pay 
municipal taxes themselves. 
They may shop or work in the 
town, benefiting from street 
maintenance, police protection, 
street lights, and parking spac-
es, causing traffic congestion 
and leaving litter behind. They 
municipalities is a way of life in 
much of South Carolina. Since 
suburban residents generally 
are more affluent than those 
living inside cities and towns, 
lower income city and town 
dwellers end up subsidizing the 
affluent. 
Sometimes, free-riders may 
realize net economic benefits 
from annexation. Annexation 
can lead to lower fire insurance 
premiums for businesses and 
residents if the city has better 
fire service. Often, annexation 
is the only way to get sewer 
services. Persistent, costly ex-
periences 
with mal-Living in unincorporated suburbs and function-
free-riding on nearby municipalities is a ing septic 
tanks canway of life in much of South Carolina. 
make no significant contribu-
tion to the cost of operating the 
city, but living near a well-run 
municipality is likely to have a 
favorable effect on their prop-
erty values. 
Economists call this behavior 
free-riding. Human beings like 
riding free and will fight like cats 
when threats to their free rides 
appear. Annexation is such a 
threat, so it is difficult to achieve 
if (as in South Carolina) it re-
quires that those in affected 
areas give their consent in some 
way. 
Living in unincorporated sub-
urbs and free-riding on nearby 
c a u s e  
residents 
of outlying areas to accept an-
nexation as the lesser of evils. 
Understandably, municipal 
officials, because they are pro-
annexation, would like to put an 
end to or at least limit free-
riding upon their taxpayers. Not 
only do they hope for more 
property tax revenue, but 
annexation by increasing pop-
ulation entitles a city or town to 
more state-shared revenue. 
North Charleston, Sumter, and 
Columbia were able to annex 
military bases, substantially in-
creasing their populations and, 
thus, their state kickbacks with-
out incurring much in the way of 
additional service delivery costs 
(since the military provides most 
services on the bases). Yet even 
with less free-riding and an ex-
panded tax base, annexation 
does not always produce net 
economic benefits for munici-
palities. 
Often there are considerable 
front-end costs in extending ser-
vices to newly annexed areas, 
such as expanding sewer lines 
or building a new fire station. 
More police, fire fighters, patrol 
cars and fire trucks may be need-
ed, and more money will have 
to be spent on fuel as police 
cars and garbage trucks ser-
vice bigger areas. Unless the 
assessed tax value of the prop-
erty annexed is relatively high 
per square mile, the annexation 
can end up costing more than it 
produces in immediate tax rev-
enues. 
Throughout history, cities and 
towns have played critical roles 
in economic development. If the 
taxing jurisdictions of munici-
palities are overly limited by re-
strictive annexation laws and 
free-riding persists, South Caro-
lina’s future economic develop-
ment will be threatened. Order-
ly, rational annexation is a ne-
cessity. But unless municipal 
officials can offer pocketbook 
benefits that induce suburban-
ites to give up their free ride, 
political support for annexation 
law reform is likely to be difficult 
to muster. 
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ANNEXATION LAW REFORM (Continued from p 1) 
and Tennessee all allow mu-
nicipalities to initiate annexation 
processes by ordinance, but re-
quire referenda (in Florida, both 
of those in the area to be an-
nexed and the existing munici-
pality). 
Southerners outside South 
Carolina have not felt their liber-
ty is seriously curtailed by laws 
that make annexation easier. 
So why are South Carolinians 
so resistant to change in the 
Palmetto State’s annexation 
laws? 
Since cities have been un-
able to expand to take in urban 
areas around their fringes, spe-
cial purpose districts were cre-
ated to provide a limited range 
of municipal-like services at a 
time when the state constitu-
tion prohibited counties from 
doing much more than main-
taining the sheriff and a jail, 
registering deeds, and running 
a roadgrader up and down a 
few roads. Over the years, the 
special purpose districts have 
built up assets and incurred 
bonded debt, and it is not clear 
what effect increased annex-
ation activity would have on the 
operational viability of many 
special purpose districts. 
More recently counties were 
given the authority to create 
special tax districts to provide 
higher levels of service to cer-
tain areas in trade for higher 
taxes. Counties have, thus, ex-
panded their activities into oth-
er areas and are reluctant to 
surrender this new authority to 
cities. Then, there is the matter 
of suburbanites free-riding on 
municipal services paid for by 
taxpayers located inside cor-
porate limits (page 2). 
The question of who will sup-
ply electricity to newly annexed 
areas has been a continuing 
barrier to new annexation leg-
islation. At this time, the “elec-
tric” cities, investor-owned util-
ities, and electric cooperatives 
have not arrived at a compro-
mise position on the issue. 
Pressure for reform is more 
diffused. Municipalities obvi-
ously would like the power to 
annex more easily. Some sub-
urban residents would like to be 
in the city; some city residents 
hope annexation will spread the 
cost of city services. A recent 
federal court decision which re-
duced the state’s three annex-
ation methods to the one now 
available could put some pres-
sure on the legislature to con-
sider reform. The question is: 
Can change overcome the re-
sistance of those who like the 
status quo? 
Statistics in this article were taken 
from reports by the S.C. Advisory Com-
mission on Intergovernmental Rela-
tions: The Future of Municipal Annex-
ation in South Carolina, May 1991, 
and S.C.'s Communities: A Profile of 
Change, Nov. 1992. 
South Carolinians concerned about promoting understanding, 
protection and comprehensive management of lakes , reser-
voirs, and their watershed, or areas of land from which they receive 
runoff have formed the Lake and Watershed Association of South 
Carolina (LWASC). The association is a chapter of the North 
American Lake Management Society. For information about mem-
bership contact the association at P.O. Box 869, Irmo, S.C. 29063-
0869, telephone 803 772-5354. 
The 1993 edition of the South Carolina Statistical Abstract , 
published by the Division of Research and Statistical Services of the 
State Budget and Control Board, will soon be available from the 
State Data Center. The cost is $20 in book form or on 3.5 or 5.25 
double-sided, double-density disks in ASCII or Lotus. Send your 
prepaid order to the State Data Center, Rembert C. Dennis Building, 
Room 425, 1000 Assembly Street, Columbia, S.C. 29201. Here at 
the STI we are often asked where counties and cities can find data 
based on the census. This is the first resource we recommend. 
Corrections to the table  “Percentage Budgeted for Solid Waste 
Management by S.C. Counties” which appeared in the last issue of this 
newsletter are Oconee County, 1991-92 Budget, $12,532,647; Total for 
1991-92 budget column, $761,801,543; Oconee 1991-92 % Budget, 
5.09; and Total 1991-92 % Budget, 10.13. Errors were caused by our 
typo in the Oconee budget. (Data were provided to us by counties.) 
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Ada Lou Steirer, 
Research Associate 
Feel free to reprint 
information found in 
the newsletter; 
however, please cite 
the newsletter as the 
source. To be added 
to or deleted from the 
mailing list or to 
correct an address, 
write to the CED 
Program at the 
address on page 4 or 
call 803 656-0219. 
If you are receiving 
more than one 
newsletter, please 
notify us. 
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PERCENTAGE OF S.C. FAMILIES WITH 
The federal govern-
ment has established an 
income level, based on fam-
ily size and circumstances, be-
low which families are consid-
ered to be in poverty. In 1989, 
11.9 percent of the state's families 
were classified as being in poverty, 
down from 13.1 percent in 1979. While 
there are poor in every county of the state, 
poor families in 
South Carolina are Below state average in 1979 and 
improved by 1989
concentrated in the 
rural interior coun- Below the state average in 1979 but 
ties of the Coastal lost ground by 1989 
Plain. One family Above the state average in 1979 but 
in every three is improved by 1989 
classified as poor 
in Allendale Coun-
Above the state average in 1979 and 
lost ground 
ty, where, in 1989, 
33.5 percent of families had an income below the poverty 
INCOME BELOW THE 
POVERTY LEVEL, 1979 TO 
1989 
Data are taken from the 1980 
census, General Social and Eco-
nomic Characteristics, and the 1990 
level. Lexington County has the lowest rate of poverty with census, Summary Social, Econom-
6.3 percent of families below the poverty level. ic, and Housing Characteristics. 
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